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oral and visual tradition of Appalachia by creating a central archive at
the James E. Morrow Library on the Marshall campus. Valued as a source
of original material for the scholarly community, the program also seeks
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April 1974, the Oral History program received a three year development
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refinement. In 1976, the program became affiliated with New York Times
Microfilm Corporation of America. To date, approximately 4,200 pages of
transcribed tapes have been published as part of the New York Times Oral
History Program. These materials represent one of the largest single
collections of Appalachian oral materials in existence. Royalties earned
from the sale of the transcripts are earmarked for the continuation of
the program.
The first interviews were conducted by Marshall University History
and Sociology students. Although students are currently involved in the
program, many interviews are conducted by the Oral History staff. Graduate
students are strongly encouraged to participate in the program by taking
special topic courses in oral history under the supervision of Dr. Robert
Maddox, program director since September 1978.
The program seeks to establish contacts with as broad a variety of
regional persons as possible. Farmers, physicians, miners, teachers,
both men and women all comprise a significant portion of the collection.
Two major types of interviews have been compiled: the whole life and
the specific work experience. In the whole life category, the interviewer
attempts to guide Gubtly the interviewee through as much of his or her life
as can be remembered. The second type isolates a specific work or life
experience peculiar to the Appalachian region and examines it in detail.
Although both types of interviews are currently being conducted, emphasis
is now placed on the specific work experience. Recent projects are concerned
primarily with health care, coal mining, and the growth of labor organizations.
Parts II and III of the Oral History of Appalachia collection were
compiled by Dr. Robert F. Maddox, Director, and processed by Ms. Brenda
Perego.
Dr. Robert F. Maddox, Director
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Selma Gale Martin

PTC:

The first thing I want you to do is state your full
name and present address.

SGM:

I'm Selma Gale Martin at 627 Route 3, Proctorville, Ohio.

PTC:

Can you give me a brief autobiographical sketch, your
pla~e of birth, schooling, that sort of thing.

SGM:

I was born in Huntington and went to school in the
w2st end of Huntington and it was somewhat rural for
a time.
And I knew, one knows one 1 s neighbors for
fiv2, six or seven blocks around your school. You
go to the church in the same neighborhood.
One interesting thing is when you grew and your children are
friends of your friends children, which makes a community
feeling totally.
I went to Huntington High School at the
time when they had 2400 students. So that the graduating
class was 400.
Then I came to Marshall in 1932, midwinter.
They had just completed the library at that time.
And I was just looking at the bulletin boards downstairs,
where there seems to be 14 or 16 people in each department.
Well when I was here there were 17 hundred students, so
that there was one in a department or one and a half.
Which is astonishing of course.
And I saw the campus
grew up.
Out where Laidley Field is and Hodges Hall
and the music department as well as the science department,
there was huge fields, and my husband lived across the
street at 1705 fifth avenue and when he lived there
that was a total swampo
And they used to come across
the street to catch bullfrogs.
And doing things like
darning up what little bit of drainage there was and
playing in the swamp. But while I was here there was
houses out in there.
But the college had bought the
houses, so that one house held the health department,
and there are some big trees up there that marks the
spot where marks, where I think they 1 re elm trees in
front of the houses.
And there were some huge sycamore
trees, and I noticed one or two of the sycamore trees
left.
And they did have a brick building, when I was
here that housed the music department, and the sociology
department.
I remember just a two story brick, I think
its been raised and Harris Hall sits on that spot now.
And the lab school was, uh, I think brick at that time
but the high school was stil 1 a wooden dwelling, a 1,vooden
house, uh, I sp,=nt a good deal of time in the dormitory.
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I was an out of town, I mean a city student but I had
friends in the dormitory. And the young people then, the
dean of women's office was in, uh, Old Main and, uh, they
had before about 1932 an easy going women · that had been
here for a good many years, but then a new dean came
named Bacon.
I've forgotten her first name and she was
going to get a little law and order. And one of the
things that students used to do was you walked through
Old Main entirely, which meant that you walked through
the living room of the dormitory students. A big wide
hall and, uh, the living was on the left hand side and
the dining room on the left hand and I think there were
maybe some housekeepers offices on the right. Then you
just walked out right past the kitchens and this was the
easy route to get to the library or to the gym or whatever.
And the whole student body tramped through there. Well
Dean Bacon said that so the students wouldn't tromp
through there, so she locked the door that went. So
this made students having to use the north entrance, and
walk around the building. And this one little thing was
so annoying, to students who had spent four years walking
through there, that student signs went up all ove~
All
kinds of scurrilous remarks about the dean and of course
puns on her name, and the racket was so fierce that she
unlocked the doors. And they continued to walk through
there that semester, but the next semester and after
there were greater locks and better doors and that practice
ceased. About the flood of '37, it rained for 18 days
and nights and, uh, the feeling about the flood just got
into your bones. It was as though this rain just drumming
on your brain. And, uh, it was in January, the end of
January, which was the time when exams were to begin to
start and, uh, students caring not for the plight of
mankind, ardently bet and hoped and hoped that the rain
would keep up because this lowland where the mustic hall
was to be the place where we took several exams. You
know you went to your regular classroom to take the exam.
So we could see the water getting deep,=r and deep er, so
we thought oh boy, oh boy, so then bulletins went up that
everybody having exams out in the music/sociology building
would, the exams could be moved to the main building,
which was kind of disgusting, except that the rain kept on.
And more places got flooded so we went to the third floor
of the Old Main and looked out on 16th street and then
Old Main had about 10 classrooms up there and looking down
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on 16th street we were all leaning out the window, it
was rather warm. Leaning out the windows and saw the
manhole covers being pushed up by the flood because of
the pressure in the sewer system. And then we cheered
because that meant that there's water all around the
building except on the south side and then the notice
went up that no exa~s. That everybody would be given
an average grade, so we were elated. Of course if you
had been doing poorly you ca~e out well and vice versa
and, uh, then I left the building. You could go down
5th avenue going for a long way and of course you had
to walk then because all transportation was stopped.
And I, uh, walked home, which was three miles before I
got home I had to move further south on another street.
And when you, when Huntington has various lowlands
that you don't notice unless they're covered with water.
So you, uh, at a lowland place, a man was there with a
boat, and, uh, I think there was some sort of a public
law that in times of disaster you may not profit from
the disaster. He was not allowed to charge you for
going across the, he was just ferrying across maybe a
block and a half. Uh, however there was some kind of
a feeling that you were to leave him a tip of some sort.
So I gave him a dime, which was a lot of money to me.
So then I finished walking home.
I think the most
interesting thing that everybody in Huntington, uh,
experienced about the flood was that we got our weather
reports from WLW in Cincinnati by a man named Deveraux.
And Mr. Deveraux was saying to everybody, now everybody
keep calm, there will be no flood, everybody keep calm
the water will not get any higher and as he's saying this,
the water between my house and the house next door was
three feet deep. And the water kept on coming and came
up and put the fire out in our grate and it kept on coming
to 5½ feet and Mr. Deveraux (laughs) by that time I think
the fire was around his feet in Cincinnati.
PCT:

Where was your home at this time?

SGM:

At westend on Adams Avenue and 17th street. And it's,
uh, Adams is midway, uh, near the hills and, uh, the
river was, the flood was really, really saddening, uh,
catastropic things to see. The water was, the entire
valley from the hills in Ohio to the hills in Western
Virginia in the, my area were from hill to hill. And,
uh, 6th avenue happens to be on very high avenue so
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that, uh, trucks could go up and down that avenue. And
I remember they bought newspapers and piled them on the
porch of the house nearest the flood waters, so if you
were an subscriber you were able to get it there and, uh,
as you knew in your work that the, uh, everybody who was
able bodied and could do anything offered to do things.
And, uh, uh, where I lived on 19th street which is two
blocks below us, a gasoline tank, one of these huge ones
underground gasoline tanks floated to the top of the
water and a motorboat was passing and, uh, accidently,
it was said that somebody lighted a cigarette, but we
don't know how really. But the tank caught fire and
we had flames going up in the sky of about 150 feet and,
uh, floating fla~es, the heat of the flames, water floating
on oil, oil floating on the water burned three houses just
west of the, across 19th street. And while that was burning
you know it was so spectacular that boats ca~e to the houses
which was then having about 5 feet of water and we had
planned to stay in our house but the boat came right up,
came just came right across the porch and they urged us
to leave so we left with my mother who weighed 250 pounds
in the boat and the man rowing and myself. And they
moved us across about three blocks south to a higher
region.
And, uh, then we made arrangements and she went
out in the country to stay with her sister and I went to
5th street west, where the water was just barely lapping
around that house.
And, uh, my husband who was working
at the nickel plant went and volunteered his services.
He was used to try to help peopte get on trains, that
were leaving. Trains went to, uh, the shuttle train I
guess really went to Charleston. So that if anybody
had friends and then of course the radio would be
offering places for you to stay and, uh, he helped people
get on the trains. The water was high around where Guyan
Country Club is now so deep that the train just barely
could get through. He said he was standing on a step,
the train was so full of people you see, that he was
standing on an outside step and nearly got his feet wet.
As the train went through the water at Wilson's switch.
It was interesting and harrowing. And the feelings that
you have, one the silence, uh, in the, when you had
hundreds of acres underwater down in the westend. There
was no, uh, no dogs barking, no people just silence. The,
uh, electricity went off or was turned off so that it was
total darkness. And, uh, the cold it, the, you know, water
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makes you feel colder than you really are. And the cold
was just intense. The temperature was not below zero.
But it was, I would say, in the low thirti~s. And, uh,
there was, I remember one peculiar little thing that
struck me so strange, huge apple butter kettles went
floating by and you could not, do not think of something
as heavy and cumbersome as an apple butter kettle, but
of course it had nothing in it. But this great thing
floating, uh, the radio was a big help, at the beginning
the local radio, but then after a while the radio became,
uh, a terrible assault on yo~r ears in the same way the
rain was an assault. Because everybody who had any
connection with somebody who lived in a flooded area was
calling you know, they would call their names and just
read this off endlessly and endlessly. Is so and so
allright and would they like to leave. How are the
children and, uh, calling out their names and this just
went on night and day. uh, as you know in your reading
the schools, Huntington High School especially, which is
one of the big schools out of the water. Had hundreds
and hundreds of people, uh, they lined cots in the halls
and put them in the rooms and, uh, people, volunteers
went there to cook and food was given, uh, can you think?
PTC:

Uh, what was the attitude of the people? You know toward
each other? I read where in some instances the flood
seemed to bring people in the area closer to each· other.

SGM:

At the beginning of the flood while, while everything
was in distress, uh, the newspapers were free for instance.
Uh, uh, there was a factory in the westend that, uh, made
bottles. And the word went around and, and people were
walking the streets and the streets that were out of water
were just thronged with p~ople going in either direction.
And if there was any news they told you and, uh, the, this
bottle factory had an artisian well and not only did they
give you the water but they, uh, just put crates and crates
of gallon, gallon jugs out there so that you could take as
much water as you could carry away. And, uh, as kind of a
fun thing, there was no water, our water system was under
water. So there was no water except this and, uh, a couple
of other places in Huntington. They were, they were out of
artisian wells, gave away water. So after awhile having a
bath was a problem, well the joke was that you heat very
little water on your kitchen stove, to take a bath, and,
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uh, first you put the cold water in your bath water.
Then you pour in this precious heated water so that
you've got a kind of lukewarm bath. And it was a joke
about how well you diluted the cold water . that you had
with the hot water. There is a wonderful all pervasive
friendliness at the, in the beginning of the flood.
PTC:

When the flood was finally over and it crested and the
wa t er finally started to go down, what was the clean up
operation like?

SGM:

You, you, the flood went down the same way it came up so
tha t the higher reaches could get at their homes quicker.
And, uh, everything is sodden. This means your brooms
are sodden, uh, mops and everything and you, you sweep
out the house first and you sweep and sweep and just
sweep it right out the door. And you take up your rugs
and just throw them away.
I mean just in front of
everyboay's house there were, uh, furniture, rugs, curtains
just sodden heaps of stuff. And after the sweeping you
attempted to get the place warm . You lighted all the
fires you had with your fire grate if you bad it. Put
out fans if you had them. And you still had this cold.
You just swept and mopped, swept and mopped and, uh, years
later you'd find a place, like an old closet that you
didn't use, you would open the door and there would be
flood mud. Or like the legs of furniture that you didn't
use, there would be flood mud, uh, certainly and then, I
think they sent around pumps if you were lucky. Of course
there were not enough pwnps for everybody, but people
pumped out their basements.
It was a long time before
you, three months really before you could get rid of the
flood mud.

PTC:

Do you remember any of the organizations that we involved
in flood relief and rescue operations such as the Red Cross
or the Corps of Engineers or anything of that nature?

SGM:

I stayed in the westend, so that I was not involved in,
you know, I didn't run into them.
I lived in the house
of a friend and we looked for other refugees who came by.
Seems to me that somebody ca~e to the house and stayed
but my job, I took upon myself to help cook for that house.
And, uh, but I think all organizations certainly the Red
Cross was tremendously involved.
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PTC:

At any point during the flood or after it, was there a
great deal of worry about a possible epidemic if any
kind because of the flood waters?

SGM:

O~, they suggested that, uh, they, we got shots for typhoid.
So Marshall, uh, opened their clinic, their health clinic
and wa went for, seems to me we went for three times for
typhoid shots .

PTC:

Do you remember anything else that just strikes you about
the flood, just maybe anecdoted stories or just little
things that stuck in your mind?

SGM:

Uh, one of the fun things, these trains that were going
to Charleston, uh, they had, you know, the station platform
was confused, people getting off the train, the train that
just came down, the train reversing itself. And a man was
protesting, he was talking loud and shouting and, uh, uh,
it was practically like the things you see in Japan when
they're shoving people onto the subways. And, uh, this
man kept on talking and nobody said much attention. And
he kept saying, when finally the train got underway and
he couldn't get off he said he had just come from Charleston
and wanted to get off in Huntington and he had been shoved
back on the train to go back to Charleston (laughs). He
was one mad gentleman.

PTC:

What did you do during the flood? I mean you couldn't
go out and do anything because everything was underwater,
so how did you pass the time?

SGM:

Uh, the streets were trenched, 6th avenue was out of
water almost the entire length of the city and parts of
5th av9nue was out of the water. And, uh, in a kind of
a nervous excitement people walked the streets back and
forth.
I presumed that you went wherever you could to
shop for grocery stores. Do you, you're toward the city,
you know the south side is low also, so in effect 6th
avenue was an island. So that means that only the grocery
stores that were there and only gasoline stations that
was on 6th avenue could get there and, uh, we all, news
was passed around, how many people were at the high
school, how many people were in the churches. Who's
feeding where. Uh, after the flood was over, uh, the
First Huntington National Bank was underwater so you,
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my friends, at who's house I stayed was asked to come to
their safety deposit box and, uh, take out the things and
they had wringers there so that you could_put your money
or your documents through the wringers to get the water
out of them.
And I read that they had put money that
they had to dry money, you know, the paper money the same
way.
PTC:

I heard that too, I thought it was funny, drying money.
Uh, could you just, in your own words, describe the
flood? How you saw the flood?

SGM:

Well, uh, at first its unbelievable . Just Huntington
has been through, had other floods.
They had, the year
I was born, they had the same 5½ feet of flood.
And,
but you have an omen with this rain night and day and
of course, uh, if you weren't listening to WLW that
cities north of you were flooding. Still you have not
seen a flood so you just, you do have a tremendous
apprehension. And, uh, then when you begin to see the
campus, filling with water and it's still raining, you
know, it's still raining above you, uh, when I went
home after paying the boatman ten cents to take me across.
We decided to put the furniture up in our second flood.
And my mother and father said oh no, it won't get here.
And you, you have to convince them that, well you know,
you weren't here but I had to row across a low place to
get here . Uh, this feeling of the cold black desolation
was a feeling that just was in your bones.
It last, you
know, the water stayed up five or six days. Even at its
sight so that after you get through this nervous excitement
people dropping in this house where we cooked for people.
You, you have an, the enormous weariness of the, really
the nervous excitement of the flood.

PTC:

Did the water rise slowly or was it quick?

SGM:

It rose quickly. Uh, people who rivermen, or people who
know the river puts out the stick or sometimes a yardstick.
It would rise as much as like maybe ten inches in a three
hour period which is a rapid riseo Uh, every man who
could, who had the least carpenter instinct, uh, went to
a lumber yard and got lumber and built a boat.
I imagine
in a city block there would be at least 4 people who
would build their own boats and, uh, in order to build
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the boat quickly you put the timber crossings, well I
guess they're cheaper as well. And, uh, you made the
oars using a 2 x 4, with like a flat piece of wood on
the end.
It was such a boat like that we went across
with my mother to the higher ground.
PTC:

Uh, is there anything else about the flood that sticks
out in your mind?

SGM:

No, I think that's it.

PTC:

Okay, I've got a couple of questions.
Marshall University?

SGM:

Yes.

PTC:

What was your major?

SGM:

I was an English major and a phys ed major. on 16th
street diagonally across from Old Main was a restaurant
that students ate at, because there was no other place
for students to eat except, unless you lived in the
dormitory. And, uh, the third day of the flood the man
who ran the restaurant was trying to get some of his
things out of the restaurant and, uh, he had a boat
outside and a boatman and he stood up in the boat and
accidently lost his balance and was drowned right there
on 16th street, at the intersection of 4th avenue and
16th street.

PTC:

So that was one of the five deaths?

SGM:

Uh, huh. And its, you know its,
it's astonishing to you that you
of water and then you think, you
and why didn't he.
I don't know
head when he fell.

PTC:

Other than the elation of the students that exams were
cancelled, which I can understand, how, did the students
worry, concerned about their families?

SGM:

The students that I knew, 1 i ved rather long way away so
they weren't able to get home. So they, then they lived
in the mountains. So that, uh, this flood mainly was in

You were attending

as all deaths hit you,
could drown in four feet
know, a man could swim
why, maybe he hit his
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the Ohio Valley. So they weren't worried about the flood
and probably delighted with just a vacation. I must say
we weren't very careful about our all encompassing thoughts
about people.
PTC:

I read in Dr. Moffat's book that the students at Marshall
had put on a variety show type thing to raise money, for
persons that lost everything in the flood.

SGM:

I don't remember.
After the flood the Red Cross especially
sent out word that they were giving a~.vay blankets and all
kinds of bedding so you could go to one place like the
YMCA. You just had to tell them that you lost your bedding.
And they gave you a sheet, and you went downtown and got
all the pillows and sheets and blankets you needed. Then
another place would give you basic furniture. A kitchen
cabinet or a table and chairs and, uh, then probably seems
to me that's all we asked for was the table and chairs.
It just, if your furniture was made of wood, we just washed
it off and used it again.

PTC:

I was reading in a newspaper an account where the Red Cross
was telling people if your furniture was cushioned that you
had to destroy it. was it hard on a lot of people to lose
their furniture?

SGM:

Uh, what people did was, you had no idea how high the flood,
I saw a man put up ramps and drive his ford up on his front
porch and even so the water got in the motor.
I saw another
man take all his furniture and put in boxcars which is open
and across the street. The boxcars were about four feet
above the rails and since the water got 5½ feet, after
the flood was over he unloaded um all and just threw them
out of the boxcar because they had all got wet.

PTC:

Uh, how high did the water get in your home?

SGM:

Five feet and six inches.

PTC:

In your house.

SGM:·

Right across the street at 17th street and 5th avenue where
my husband lived, they got five feet six inches.

PTC:

Uh, had water ever gotten that close to flooding your home
like that? I know in 1913 there was a flood of record, but
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according to records it was no where near the depth of
the '37 flood.
SGM:

You know I rather doubt that because my m6ther rowed
across the same place.

PTC:

What about the floods of March of '36?
compare with the '37 flood?

SGM:

They were not nearly as high. There are areas of Huntington
before we had the floodwall that every spring would be
flooded.
And people just lived there because it was cheaper.

PTC:

Were there a lot of, I've read accounts where people said
my house has never flooded before and it can't flood now.
And I'm not going anywhere. Were there a lot?

SGM:

I think that, I think that there's something in human
nature that doesn't want to believe the worst. And my
mother and father thought that it wouldn't flood and,
uh, yet the flood came up and put the fire out. Uh,
you see you have no way of knowing how much water is coming
from Pittsburgh for instance. And, uh, you know the
watershed drains, both Ohio and West Virginia and 18 days
and nights of rain would.
I remember a Mrs. Prichard who
was the professor in the language department, I asked her
conversationally, if they were flooded, she lived on 6th
avenue, she said, oh no if the water got up that high we'd
all need an ark (laughs).

PTC:

Huh.

SGM:

I'd be glad to ask my brothers and sisters of course, you
know, everyones experience is a little old that you moved
in so that you forget many.

PTC:

Do you see it as the worst natural disaster that ever
hit Huntington?

SGM:

Oh yes, oh yes, it had to be the worst.

PTC:

I know that in the newspapers they talked of businessmen
being upset about boats breaking out their windows.

SGM:

Uh, huh (end of interview).

How did they

